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Spend your summer flipping
out Brazilian style, says
C ap o e i r a E d u c at i o n a l

Youth Association (Ceya) co-
founder, Anna Versfeld. In fact, if
you’re looking for a good work-
out, Versfeld said capoeira will
strengthen your core, your
thighs, and even get your butt
into shape. 

So, what is capoeira? The
word capoeira means “chicken
coop” in Portugeuse and has ref-
erences to the harsh lives of
slaves in Brazil, in the 16th cen-
tury. Versfeld said capoeira is
ab o u t e x p re s s i n g f re e d o m
through movement – essentially,
a body conversation played by
two people. 

B e g i n n e r c a p o e i r i s t a s
(capoeira practitioners) start
with a basic side-to-side move-
ment where they shift their
weight from one leg to the next,
which is called the “ginga”. 

Get your feet ready to move,
though, because the majority of
attacks are kicks. Versfeld said
this movement, combined with

kicks, handstands and many
acrobatic flips, gets almost all
your muscles working.

“ I n f a c t , u n s u s p e c t i n g
capoeiristas develop six packs
because many of the kicks that
exceed hip height require a
strong core for balance and
speed,” said Versfeld. 

She said newcomers start
with the ginga as well as simple
kicks and ducks and the easier
acrobatic movements, such as
cartwheels. They will also learn
to put these together into fluid
sequences. 

More advanced students have
faster kicking, ducking and acro-
batic interactions and it is not
unusual to see backflips, spins
and splits all executed as part of
a game by more advanced stu-
dents, said Versfeld. 

The Afro-Brazilian martial
art dance, was started centuries
ago by African slaves in Brazil. 

Versfeld said that, according
to legend, the slaves in the sugar
plantations of Brazil were not
allowed to practise any form of
martial art. 

“They disguised their fighting

practise as a dance, making it
largely non-contact and added
singing, clapping and musical
instruments.

While it has strong African
links, it has incorporated more
elements from different places
and times,” said Versfeld.

The singing, clapping and
musical instruments are used
when capoeirastas form a circle
around two fighters in the centre.
This is called a “rhoda” and is
rooted in African music and rit-
ual, said Versfeld. 

Part of the belief system
includes dismissing social and
gender boundaries, said Versfeld,
because slaves working on the
sugar plantations were from dif-
ferent countries.

“Capoeira works when two
people seek to build a positive
conversation. It also improves
communication skills, focus and
teaches discipline. 

“Ceya uses capoeira to break
down social divisions and we
have also found that it helps chil-
dren resist pressures to engage
in negative activities,” said Vers-
feld.

Because of its origins, Abada
Capoeira and Ceya emphasise the right
of humans to live in dignity and it
strives for a more open and equal soci-
ety, said Versfeld. Ceya’s other co-
founder, Marcio Lopes, runs Abada
Capoeira in South Africa. Abada
Capoeira is an international organisa-
tion with its roots in Brazil. 

While Ceya provides free classes to
children from Bonteheuwel, Manen-
berg, Langa, Delft and Abbotsdale,

Lopes holds classes for adults in Tam-
boerskloof and Observatory.

“We have a city full of children with
potential and even in very tough condi-
tions, if they find an activity and
opportunity that speaks to them, they
will use every bit of leverage the activ-
ity provides them with to make a suc-
cess of their lives,” said Versfeld. 

If you’re interested in capoeira call
Versfeld on 021 447 4375 or Lopes on 083
506 6026.

You’ll get a kick out of capoeira
n Young capoeiristas show off their skills during a Capoeira Educational Youth Association practise session.The organisation gives free lessons to youth from Bonteheuwel,
Manenberg, Langa, Delft and Abbotsdale.
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